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日系アメリカ人の日本とのつながりは明らかであるが、真珠湾攻撃の後、これが軍国日
本への忠誠の証とされた。日系アメリカ人を追い出し、彼らが築いた財産を掠め取ろうと
もくろむ動きもあって、日系アメリカ人は裁判を受ける機会も与えられずにことごとく収
容所に入れられたのであった。 
彼らは生活の基盤を奪われ、財産の多くあるいは大部分を失った。しかし彼らは往々に
して悲惨な状況の下、団結して生き延び、収容所ないで改めて生活と共同体を作り上げた
だけでなく、戦後はゼロから出発し、アメリカの成功物語となったのである。 
第一世代の一世は比較的隔絶した島国に住む先祖たちから逆境に対処する一定の方法を
受け継いでいて、それを携えてアメリカにやってきていた。数知れない家庭内の葛藤の中
で、人生の浮沈に対処するこうした方法の多くを二世の子供たち、そして三世の孫たちも
わがものとしていった。彼らにとっては至極当然のことであったが、こうした文化的な態
度のゆえに彼らは集団としてくじけることなく、戦時の悲劇にそれほど打ちのめされるこ
ともなく生き延び、生活を再開することができたのである。 
 
Constable: Tevye, how much time do you need to sell your house and all your 
household goods? 
Tevye: Why should I sell my house? . . . .  
Constable: I came to tell you that you are going to have to leave . . . . Not 
just you, of course, but all of you . . . . At any rate, it affects all of 
you－you have to leave. 
Tevye: But . . . this . . . has always been our home. Why should we leave? 
Constable: I don’t know why. There’s trouble in the world－troublemakers. 
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Tevye: Like us? 
Constable: You’re not the only ones. Your people must leave all the 
villages . . . The entire district must be emptied! . . . I just have 
an order here!! It says that you must sell your homes and be out 
of here in three days. 
[All]:  Three days? Three days?! That’s impossible!! The children . . . . 
Avram: After a lifetime－a piece of paper and “get thee out.”  
 
      －Fiddler on the Roof 
 
 
Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, the internment of over 110,000 Japanese 
Americans on the U.S. mainland during World War II on suspicion of being Japanese 
agents or sympathizers took place in two stages, the first in temporary regional 
“assembly” centers near their homes (Tanforan racetrack near San Francisco, Santa 
Anita race track for Los Angeles residents, the Puyallup fairgrounds for Seattle area 
residents, for example), then in the more permanent camps further inland for the 
duration of the war (ten camps1, including Topaz (Utah), where my own family was 
interned).  
Residents of Bainbridge Island, near Seattle, were among the first to be evacuated, 
on March 31, 1942, with just a few days’ notice (Takezawa 78). Actually, however, 
fishing community residents of militarily-sensitive Terminal Island, San Pedro 
(California) were told by the Navy, on February 26, that they would be ousted in 48 
hours (Taylor 60; “Terminal Island”). Residents of the San Francisco Bay Area had 
considerably more time before being evacuated: as much as 10 to 19 days. 
Nikkei (Americans of Japanese descent) residents were told that when they reported 
to be taken to the assembly centers, they could take with them only what they could 
carry. That meant selling off their homes, property, and most of their belongings, 
usually at a fraction of their value. Many heirlooms and other belongings that were 
obviously Japanese were destroyed or buried, lest they be taken as evidence of 
pro-Japanese sentiments. 
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. . . what we did was we had a bonfire in the backyard. Anything that 
resembled Japan－calendars, you know, pictures . . . My mother threw away 
a lot of her, you know, kimono pictures . . . my brother burned all that. In 
doing that, she burned her bank certificate and everything . . . (Tsuyako 
“Sox” Kitashima, “Tanforan”) 
 
My mother describes how my grandfather, Nobuaki Takei, desperately appealed to 
the Wartime Civil Control Administration for help in disposing of his dry-cleaning 
business and property. Business had been going well and the equipment was pretty 
much state-of-the-art at the time. It represented most of his entire fortune since 
coming to America in the early years of the twentieth century. However, “the officials 
were cool and short to the request. ‘There is a war on－board it up or get rid of the 
property . . . ’ ” 
 
With only a few days left before the family was to report to the assembly 
center, Nobuaki turned his dry-cleaning plant [worth an estimated $40,000 
at the time] plus the panel delivery truck－all worth a lifetime of hard work
－over to a Mr. Palmer, who paid him four thousand dollars for the “sale.” 
There were tears in Nobuaki’s eyes as he accepted the check. This was his 
life savings! He was 64 years old! He deposited one thousand in [second son] 
Susumu’s account and gave one thousand to [eldest son] Akira for deposit and 
safekeeping in his account (S. Kuroiwa, Nobuaki 39). 
 
Under pressure to dispose of everything quickly, Nikkei faced the prospect of losing 
most of what they owned. As aliens, the immigrant Issei (first generation) were 
forbidden to own property, but their children, having been born on American soil, were 
citizens by birth, so my grandfather, like most other Issei, got around the law by 
putting some property and belongings in the names of his Nisei (second generation) 
children. But my mother and her siblings were being imprisoned too, so they also had 
to dispose of most of their possessions. 
My mother left the dry-cleaning store owned in her name in the care of a Mr. Eaton, 
a steamfitter from Hawai’i who shared the rear of the shop. “No money was 
exchanged,” my mother writes, “‘It will be given back when you return,’ was the simple 
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verbal agreement.”  
It seems that Fudeko, my grandmother, in the panic to settle matters quickly, 
simply walked away from the store and office that she ran at 3912 Telegraph Avenue 
in Oakland. In any case, what happened to the press machines and other equipment 
there is not known and the clientele, of course, were lost. 
At the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, negotiations for the purchase of a new 
house at 622 34th St. in Oakland, also in the name of my mother, were just winding 
up and were completed during the following few days, after which they moved in. In 
the following months, though, it became clear that they would have to move out of 
their new home and give it up. They were fortunate to be able to entrust it to the care 
Walter Grosbeck, a minister at Berkeley Free Methodist Church. After the war, it was 
duly returned and, as far as my mother recollects, he never took any remuneration for 
his troubles. 
Most families had to entrust possessions to friends, associates, and church groups 
who would look after them until they returned from internment. Some were fortunate, 
others not. Church groups and individuals, in Christian spirit, carried out their trusts 
in good faith, but in not a few cases, “friends” and associates did not take their 
promises seriously or even took advantage of the situation. 
 
 
Living in a Stable: Tanforan 
 
The initial confinement of Bay Area Nikkei at the Tanforan racetrack was under the 
administration of the Wartime Civil Control Authority (WCCA), which was not exactly 
sure how to deal with a large, unfamiliar ethnic population. Fortunately, most 
anti-Japanese sentiments that existed were kept in check for the sake of a working 
relationship between the administrators and the internees. 
When the internees arrived at Tanforan, beginning in late March 1942, the facilities 
were not ready for them. For a people that was starting to become middle-class and 
from a cultural background that stressed cleanliness, the lodgings were disgusting 
－156－ 
“Shikata ga Nai . . . ” 
and degrading, adding insult to the shock of being uprooted. Like other residents, my 
maternal grandparents, my still-single mother, her younger sister and brother found 
that the five of them would live in a stall meant for a single horse. The barracks and 
horse stalls where internees would reside for almost six months had been haphazardly 
slapped together, with floors laid right over the manure and urine left by the previous 
residents. The ever-present odor was something no Tanforan resident would ever 
forget. For a population of 7796, only 24 latrines, without partitions of any kind, had 
been hastily slapped together. 
Cut loose from their work and the routines of their daily lives that had until now 
kept them busy, the internees suddenly found that they had more time on their hands 
than they knew what to do with. To say that “the devil soon finds mischief for idle 
hands” is to look at it too much from the viewpoint of Western morality, but with little 
else to do, many men, especially those with a stronger Japanese background, began to 
gamble and get into trouble with local laws. 
 
Recreation was another pressing need. As a JERS2 study pointed out, “the 
need of a well organized recreation program was greater in the assembly 
center than in a more permanent or normal community.” Occupying leisure 
time was a major problem for people unused to sitting idly3. The many who 
did not work in the few available positions had little to do all day, and those 
who were employed lacked a means of relaxing once the workday ended. 
Children quickly grew restless and disruptive (Taylor 83). 
 
With everything so disorganized and both administrators and internees confronted 
with a situation that none of them had faced before, some kind of cooperation was 
necessary to avoid total chaos. WCCA administrators were forced to rely on some of 
the internees in order to run the place, lest “the jerry-built system . . . break down 
entirely.” For this, they relied primarily on bilingual Nisei “block managers” who 
carried out countless tasks for which they received little credit but much blame 
whenever things went wrong. Sandwiched between the administration and the 
interned population, they even suffered the indignity of being labeled stool pigeons 
and government agents (Taylor 74). 
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Since the WCCA administration had to rely so much on the internees themselves to 
work together and actually run things and since the Nikkei were concentrated in a 
small, confined area, a semblance of community life went on. (This kind of community 
life, however, was more concentrated than many Nikkei were accustomed to: while 
“Nihonmachi” and “Little Tokyos” were home to many, others, like my family, had been 
more dispersed among the general population.) 
The existence and development of an actual community in the context of prison life 
might seem strange, as Taylor and others have noted, but on the other hand, the 
makeup of the internee population was not that of a typical prison. These were 
hardworking, law-abiding citizens, and most of them were incarcerated as family 
units, which stuck together tenaciously. Furthermore, the authorities did what they 
could to allow limited self-government, education, recreation, and entertainment. 
Nevertheless, it was the internees themselves who had to get themselves together, 
to organize themselves and start doing things that at least approximated constructive, 
purposeful activity. Once food and lodging had reached minimally acceptable levels, no 
amount of administration-generated activities could keep the internees occupied if 
they didn’t get up off their rear ends, plunge in, and get themselves involved. Some 
had considerable trouble motivating themselves, but on the whole, internees were 
anxious to be doing something, anything. Any kind of work or other activity was 
preferable to boredom. 
 
 
Attitudes toward Time 
 
Having grown up under the direct influence of the people who went through and 
coped with internment, I think it would be worthwhile to digress a bit in order to 
describe some of the background, thinking, and lifestyle that shaped them－and me. 
One Japanese attitude familiar to anyone immersed in Japanese culture and one 
that was important in shaping the overall Nikkei response is shikata ga nai “it can’t 
be helped” or, as Leonard Arrington puts it, “realistic resignation” (16).  
－158－ 
“Shikata ga Nai . . . ” 
If anything, Japanese are known for their perseverance and tenacity (gaman, 
shinbō): the Pacific War offered ample evidence of this, especially in the final days. 
Japanese Americans, too, certainly displayed this during internment. At the same 
time, there are times and situations where they realize that it is useless, and perhaps 
foolhardy, to take up an unwinnable fight against overwhelming odds, regardless of 
the principles involved. Standing on principles or ideals, even if you win, may end up 
leaving you with only that, and you can’t put that on the dinner table. On a less lofty 
note, simply, is it really worth the trouble and effort? From a Japanese viewpoint, it is 
often more pragmatic and expedient to say shikata ga nai and put the matter aside, 
perhaps for resolution at another time, and move on. To do so leaves one unsatisfied, 
but the Japanese ideal is to be able to gaman, to tolerate and bear such frustrations 
too, in a mature manner. Whining not permitted. We shall return to “resignation with 
perseverance” later. 
Another facet of Japanese society that, after having spent almost two decades in 
Japan, I believe influenced the Nikkei response to the void created by evacuation is 
that time should be filled with activity, preferably productive. While individuals may 
find themselves at a loss for how to fill idle time, the society as a whole, like Nature, 
seems to abhor a vacuum. Such attitudes were perhaps shaped by the agricultural 
society from which many of the immigrants had come, where wasted time could lead 
to a poor harvest. “For most Japanese farmers . . . hard work was not a matter of 
choice; it was a question of life or starvation,” Robert Ozaki writes, for “paddy fields 
had to be irrigated constantly . . . and pushing a manual pump was another 
never-ending task they could not afford to ignore” (257).  
In a society where working together is so important, one has to, at the very least, 
give the appearance of being busy at something. Those who do not do at least that 
much risk peer criticism. Even those who truly have free time and nothing to do would 
do well to be cautious about letting it become too obvious; office workers are known to 
stay behind, making busy work until the boss is ready to leave, even if their own work 
is finished. It is just not good form to appear so carefree when others are still hard at 
work. And although one should be careful about taking set expressions in Japanese too 
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literally, workers do say “Osaki ni shitsurei shimasu . . . ” (“Excuse me for leaving 
ahead of you . . . ”) when leaving work before others do. 
“It may be,” commented Robert Ozaki, “that Japanese are good at pretending to look 
busy” (252). If there are businessmen who never waste a moment in their desperate 
efforts to make a living, there are plenty of others, supposedly out making sales or 
calling on customers, sitting idly in coffee shops or playing the pinball machines 
(pachinko) to kill time. They just don’t let the others see them doing so. When a former 
business partner of mine, at last his own boss and able to determine his own hours, 
starting going home in the middle of the day (to work at home), he was soon chased 
out of the house by his embarrassed wife and mother-in-law. “Do you want the 
neighbors to think you’re not working any more?” he was admonished. “Go to a coffee 
shop or to the racetrack, but don’t come home until it’s time to come home!” 
Besides actual work, company life in Japan is often filled with countless and endless 
meetings and activities, some of questionable necessity. In a previous job, after a full 
day working together, we would go out together for drinking and karaoke until the 
wee hours－”nomunication” it is called: drinking (nomu) to facilitate communication. 
Back then, even part of my yearend “holidays” would be spent on “optional but 
obligatory” company trips overseas for promoting “employee morale and togetherness.” 
That one should keep busily occupied is a lesson that begins early in life in Japanese 
society. Many children’s after-school hours are filled with cram school classes and 
cultural lessons of all kinds, day after day. And no sooner does the Ministry of 
Education declare “no school” on Saturdays (until recently, Saturday classes were 
normal) so that children can decompress, play, and learn to make their own decisions 
about how to spend their time than those free days are filled up with more lessons and 
private instruction. 
Growing up in our family’s dry-cleaning shop after the war, I was always 
encouraged to keep myself occupied. As a result, I would always carry around several 
books and writing paper, using the typewriter to make “newspapers,” and even 
playing at sewing, pressing, ironing and doing laundry. My younger sister took up 
many of the same habits. My childhood was also spent seeing my father doing manual 
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labor as a gardener seven days a week (now 84 and “retired,” he only works three days 
and often spends evenings and weekends involved in community work and various 
club activities). During college summer vacations, I worked alongside an uncle in 
Chicago who routinely put in 18-to-20-hour days, slept and showered in his office, 
and went home but once a week. His wife (my mother’s sister) and I had it easy, 
working only 14-15 hours and going home every night. 
I was trying to remember if Grandpa Takei ever retired from the dry-cleaning 
business, but it was hard even to imagine it. It would have been so unlike him. My 
mother confirms this: 
 
I do not recall Otosan [father] ever “retiring.” He came to the Uplands [our 
dry-cleaning shop] each day until he suffered a stroke at his home on 63rd 
street . . . in February of ’68. . . . He died on July 23rd l968 (S. Kuroiwa, 
“Grandpa”). 
 
The stroke finally stopped him from going to work when he was just turning 90. I 
have no doubt that, otherwise, he would have continued working for several more 
years. He literally worked until he dropped. 
 
 
Getting on with Life: Filling the Void at Tanforan 
 
Time was not the only thing that needed filling at Tanforan. The Issei leadership of 
the Nikkei community had been taken out of action by government agents. “Virtually 
every leader of the Japanese American community along the West Coast had been 
seized almost immediately” after Pearl Harbor, Yoshiko Uchida recalls, among them 
her own father, the deacon of our family’s Christian church (46). With their 
reputations tarnished and their standing in the community undermined, any other 
remaining Issei who ventured to take up the reins would probably have done so in 
Japanese, thereby drawing the suspicion of the authorities. 
It was at this juncture, with the Tanforan population bored and restless－trouble 
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waiting to happen－that the inexperienced Nisei stepped in to fill the leadership void. 
Urged on by a cultural imperative, it was clear to them that there was no longer any 
point in bemoaning their fate or the lack of things to do; that the time had come to 
make the best of a bad situation and to try to get on with their lives as best they could.  
The Nisei began to patch up and reconstruct a community of sorts, starting with 
simple activities that would not only bring people together but also bring some joy and 
constructive outlets to the stressed-out population. They soon put together a sports 
program, with administration approval, that included familiar American pastimes 
such as baseball, basketball, football, boxing, tennis, and various board games. 
Baseball－or its offshoot, softball－was the biggest attraction. Uchida writes that 
“Hundreds of players were organized into one hundred and ten softball teams [that] 
played to crowds of thousands, who had a ready-made grandstand from which to 
watch the games” (87). 
Nisei had grown up on American music, to the beat of the Dorsey brothers, Benny 
Goodman, Eddie Duchin, Woody Herman, Harry James, and Glenn Miller. Not only 
did they listen and dance to such music, they also performed it as members of 
numerous bands, “playing jazz when it was a dirty word” (Yoshida, x). This continued 
in camp. 
 
Musicians, attention! All persons who would like to play in our city’s newly 
formed band . . . contact Tom Tsuji, Barrack #19-2. [5/23/42] 
 
Classes in Music get under way . . . music studio [opened] at the former 
Tanforan tavern near Mess Hall #7 for those interested in continuing their 
musical education, particularly in violin, piano, voice and theory. Over 100 
pupils have already registered . . . [5/50/42] 
 
. . . dancing at the Social Hall, couples only. . . . Fochy Takasuka will pound 
out some torrid boogie-woogie. No boots. [6/6/42] 
 
Connoisseurs and students of American jazz will sit down to a Swingposium 
Friday night . . . at the Tanforan High School. [7/4/42] 
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⎯excerpts from early issues of the 
Tanforan Totalizer, the internee 
newspaper (Yoshida 180) 
 
Within weeks, talent and variety shows4 had been organized and were attracting 
thousands of internees starved for entertainment. “Assembly dances,” concerts, craft 
and hobby shows, discussion groups, and even carnivals were soon being held.  
Sachi Kajiwara worked in the recreation hall with 7-10-year-old girls. When the 
recreation hall decided to have a dance for the upcoming holiday, she mobilized her 
girls to cut, paste, and color strips of paper to make paper chains. “And we had red, 
white, and blue paper chains out of newspaper strung all over the rec hall,” she recalls 
wryly, “It was very ironic to think that we were celebrating Independence Day, and we 
were behind barbed wire fences and all that” (“Tanforan”). 
Interestingly, the Nikkei were also allowed to organize sumō wrestling contests and 
the Japanese board games of go and shōgi for the Issei and Kibei: obviously Japanese 
amusements and therefore a bit suspect, but better those, the administration figured, 
than gambling (Taylor 84). 
Within a Japanese context, though, organized sports and other events are far more 
than just that. They also provide a nucleus or catalyst for community involvement and 
interaction. My American and European running friends in Japan are often amused at 
the fact that there seem to be more officials than runners at some races. “For a race 
like this back home, we’d need only one guy to fire the starting gun and another guy to 
help hold the finishing tape . . . and they’d collect the fees and hand out the awards 
too!”  
“Yeah, but if you didn’t give all these guys something to do,” I tell them, only half in 
jest, “who knows what kind of mischief they’d be getting into?” From the cooperative 
effort that went into working the first ancient rice paddies and is sometimes said to 
have shaped the way Japanese society works, the organization, interaction, and 
mutual dependency and support involved in bringing any project to fruition has 
always been as important as the result itself. At schools, the clear objective of 
organized clubs and events is to bring students together and have them learn to work 
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with each other, as they will have to do when they go out into the world. 
Aside from being a strong swimmer, my father is not the athletic type－my mother 
says she has never seen him run even a step for any reason－but at Tanforan, there he 
was, pitching in to help make the dohyō, the elevated sumō ring, involved, as he is to 
this day, in yet another community project (S. Kuroiwa, “Sports”).  
But it was not all play and recreation. 
 
In the midst of all this chaos, the evacuees set about to organize their new 
little city by starting a library, schools, a dental clinic, and barbershop. . . . 
Gradually, an infrastructure began to emerge, with Tanforan soon 
resembling a bustling community of nearly 8000 residents. Through elections, 
they set up a self-government . . . . A newspaper was started, called the 
Tanforan Totalizer, staffed by the residents, run on a mimeograph 
machine . . . (“Tanforan”). 
 
The WCCA administration promised a measure of self-government, “but not too 
much,” and before long, caught up in its own contradictions, this aspect of Tanforan 
life turned into a snafu (Taylor 67, 77). In view of the fact that incarceration itself was 
in violation of the Constitution, this should have come as no surprise. 
Elections for councilmen－it was understood that they would function as a kind of 
“city council”－ were held in June. Remarkably, even the Issei, “ineligible to 
citizenship5” until 1952, were permitted to vote. They did not waste this unexpected 
chance, Uchida recounts. “Much to their credit, they outvoted their Nisei children four 
to one, and elected the candidates of their choice” (92). 
Unfortunately, Uchida continues, the army stepped in the following month and 
ordered that voting and the holding of office be limited to American citizens. The Issei, 
long used to such indignities, just figured “Aa, yappari . . . !” (“As we might’ve 
expected, . . . !”) and “shrugged” it off. 
Even before that, however, the election itself had been voided all together. The 
WCCA ruled that self-government would not be allowed after all. Taylor refers to a 
“personal and confidential” memo from reception center division chief R. L. Nicholson, 
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“in which he expressed ‘grave concern’ that councils were attempting to develop real 
self-government,” instead of the advisory capacity he had intended (79). In this 
atmosphere, the censorship of the camp newspaper, the Tanf n T t liz r, angered 
the internees but was only to be expected. 
ora o a e
Education and self-improvement have always been high on the list of Nikkei 
priorities. Even after the war, I remember my grandfather, in his eighties, still trying 
to refine his masterful calligraphy technique, as does my father, now also in his 
eighties6. 
  
The Nikkei valued education too highly to ignore it, whether it was in a basic 
subject or a hobby or skill. Volunteer evacuee teachers taught classes from 
the preschool to the adult level, in everything from Americanization and 
history to sewing, art, and music. Grace Fujimoto took piano lessons in the 
recreation hall, and Miné Okubo taught elementary and college art classes. A 
library was created, with gifts of books from the outside to occupy idle minds 
(Taylor 72). 
 
Schooling would go a long way toward dealing with the problem of huge numbers of 
children and young people with nothing to do all day long, a situation that concerned 
everyone. Initially, “school” at Tanforan was a makeshift one, with hundreds of 
students attending classes held in different sections of the racetrack grandstands, 
where the talent shows were also held and under which gambling had been going on 
(“Tanforan”). Within weeks, four schools had been set up in various sections of 
Tanforan for the first three primary grades (Uchida 88-89). 
By early June, elementary, junior high, and high schools were up and running, with 
classes conducted five mornings a week. Teachers came from among the many college 
graduates in the camp, including “a good sprinkling of Phi Beta Kappas,” according to 
Uchida (90), but there was a lack of training and certification (Nikkei had generally 
not been allowed into the teaching profession (Taylor 121)). My mother, too, with only 
a high school education, was drafted to teach beginning classes at the church school (S. 
Kuroiwa, Deep Purple 23).  
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Like Yoshiko Uchida, most of them had to wing it and learn how to teach as they 
went along, doing the best they could with what they had, which, in the beginning, she 
recalls, was nothing: “[W]e had no supplies or equipment for teaching and all we could 
do was tell stories and sing with the children.” But “by the end of June,” Uchida 
continues, “40 percent of the residents at Tanforan were either teaching or going to 
school, and the education department’s activities were extended to include classes in 
flower arrangement and first aid, and academic courses for adults as well” (88-90). 
 
 
Shaping Their Environment, Shaping Their Minds 
 
My grandfather, my mother writes, “was not one to waste his time uselessly” in 
Tanforan (S. Kuroiwa, Nobuaki 42). Like many of the self-made, self-reliant Issei 
pioneers, he found the boredom intolerable and set about looking for things to do to fill 
the time and occupy his mind. Reflecting on a hopeless situation would just lead to 
wallowing in despair. Indeed, in my own memories, it is hard to picture him at a time 
when he was not doing something: reading, at the very least, writing, painting, 
carving toys, working on his bonsai, his calligraphy, or his fishpond, raising chickens, 
making things in the basement, or just plain working (at the family’s dry-cleaning 
shop). My mother continues: 
 
Finding no jobs available, he collected 4x4 pieces of lumber left by the 
builders of the tar paper barracks and, using his penknife, began carving a 
sailboat about two feet long, and with pieces of metal he found in the area－
probably pieces of broken horse shoes―he fashioned a keel and/or rudder, 
and, using his handkerchief and pieces of rag and string, fashioned a sail and 
built a sailboat to sail for his grandchild Eddie’s pleasure in the little pond or 
lake in the middle of the racetrack section. It all started from floating a piece 
of wood across the pond. Many other evacuees with so much time on their 
hands soon began making bigger and better sailboats to help pass the time. 
In my own postwar childhood, I remember playing with this sailboat on my 
grandfather’s fishpond: actually, there were two, a larger one and a smaller one, and 
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how marvelously crafted they were! And I loved the yajirobē that he used to carve for 
me－figures that could literally balance on the head of a pin! Uchida remembers the 
resourcefulness and craftsmanship of the internees too, my grandfather being among 
the first of the boatbuilders she mentions: 
 
The occasional hobby shows sponsored by the Recreation Department 
revealed more concretely than anything else the ingenuity, patience, and 
skill of the Japanese Americans. Working largely with discarded scrap 
lumber, metal, and nails that they found on the grounds, they handcrafted 
objects of great beauty. In addition, they made such functional items as 
bookends, trays, chests, bath clogs, ashtrays, and hats woven from grasses 
that grew in the camp grounds. They also made good use of the manure-rich 
soil, cultivating flowers for pleasure and vegetables to supplement their 
camp diet. They built wooden boats to sail on the small lake in front of the 
grandstand, and the women knitted a variety of fancy sweaters and dresses 
with yarn ordered by mail. By September the hobby show had grown so large, 
a separate exhibit had to be organized for the garden and flower enthusiasts 
(87). 
 
Not content just to improve functional and utilitarian aspects of their situation, they 
also set about to shape and recast their physical environment to provide aesthetic 
enjoyment and solace. Japanese have long had to make do with relatively small living 
areas, and part of the genius of Japanese landscaping has been to create the illusion of 
space and distance where there was little of either.  
A bonsai, or dwarf tree, was not simply a miniature tree. The bonsai and its setting
－soil, rocks, and moss－are intended to be a faithful recreation of a natural setting. 
Its small size, seen in perspective, gives the illusion of distance and space, even 
though it may only be set in the corner of a small garden. Similarly, a Japanese 
garden, with gravel, rocks, mounds, a pond with fish, perhaps a miniature mountain, 
and a miniature waterfall, gives the illusion of spacious landscapes and vistas, or of 
coastal islands in a seascape, even though the entire work－like my grandfather’s 
backyard garden－might be hardly larger than a car’s parking space or a small room. 
And children at play have no problem becoming part of such an imaginary world. 
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Among the internees were gardeners and those with well-developed horticultural 
and aesthetic senses, 
  
“. . . and when they saw this forlorn area and all the horse manure, and the 
possibility of a garden, to beautify the place and to relieve the gauntness and 
the barrenness and the sadness, . . . . they pleaded with their friends [on the 
outside] to bring seeds, and so within a short time, we had little tiny plants 
with little teeny tiny flowers that brought a little bit of happiness and joy 
when we looked at them first thing in the morning. I guess our eyes were 
hungry to see something besides just tarpaper barracks.” 
 
Landscape architects worked on making an aquatic park at the racetrack, 
even going so far as to build a bridge, promenade, and islands. (“Tanforan”) 
 
Although Tanforan was to be “home” for the internees for less than six months, 
Uchida recalls that “we all worked constantly to make the windswept racetrack a 
more attractive and pleasant place.” 
 
Dozens of small vegetable and flower gardens flourished along the barracks 
and stables, and a corner of camp that once housed a junk pile was 
transformed into a colorful camp garden of stocks, sweetpeas, irises, zinnias, 
and marigolds. A group of talented men also made a miniature park with 
trees and a waterfall, creating a small lake complete with a wooden bridge, a 
pier, and an island. It wasn’t much, but it was one of the many efforts made 
to comfort the eye and heart (Uchida 93-94). 
 
The internees could be imprisoned behind fences and barbed wire, at Tanforan and 
then at Topaz in Utah, but if they focused on the miniature landscapes, they might be 
able to imagine for a moment that they were elsewhere, in another time, another place. 
In The Spirit of Man in Asian Art, Laurence Binyon noted that dwarf trees are more 
than clever and amusing toys, for 
 
. . . the intention behind them is the same as that behind the garden. . . Just 
as a man strolling in his garden may imagine himself among streams and 
great mountains, so, sitting in his room beside a dwarf pine tree and retiring 
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into his own inner mind, he may by intensity of concentration become 
himself small as a midget while the tree dilates and towers, and soon he is 
transformed to the solitude of the forest where the great branches extend far 
overhead and murmur in the wind (qtd. in Eaton 90). 
 
The Tanforan “community” was itself an artificial construct－many Nikkei were not 
used to being in such closed quarters with so many other Nikkei－as were the many 
activities the Nikkei organized to distract themselves from their plight. There must 
have been times at the games, the parties, and the shows when, if they let themselves 
get involved in the moment and didn’t think too closely about the surroundings, they 
could almost believe for a moment that things were normal. 
The temporary internment camp at Tanforan was in operation for a mere 169 days, 
but in that short time, the uprooted and disoriented Japanese American community 
took a bad situation and began to make it more livable, bit by bit. Even if little could 
be done about the big picture, working with what little they had, it was better to be 
doing something even minimally constructive than to give in to despair. “I like to 
credit my fellow evacuees, that they behaved so well,” reflected Dave Tatsuno, now a 
successful San Jose businessman and respected community leader. “They just went 
right on ahead and made the best of it” (“Tanforan”). 
 
 
Topaz: Moving Out 
 
Rumors had been going around for some time in the late summer of 1942 about 
where the internees would be carted off to when the permanent internment camps 
were completed. Finally, departure was announced, and it was time to pull out, for 
them to be uprooted once again. 
 
 
 The Takeis were assigned to leave for Topaz on September 17th at 5 p.m. 
[In an obscure corner of Tanforan,] they were checked into an enclosure like 
cattle. The baggage was carefully examined and inspected and taken from 
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them. They were again herded into groups of about 50 and counted again 
and again. 
 The evacuation train [consisted of] old rickety, squeaky day-coach and 
Pullman cars put into service for this purpose by the Union Pacific and 
Southern Pacific Lines. The family was put into what was an old Pullman car, 
the eleventh car in a train of fifteen cars (S. Kuroiwa, Nobuaki 43). 
 
In the summer of 1995, as we drove toward Delta, Utah, on our way to visit to the 
old wartime internment camp site, my father looked out and said, “Yeah, I guess we 
came through this area on the train, but we couldn’t see anything, you know . . . ” 
 
The evacuees were forced to travel the whole distance to Utah with the 
shades down. The only time the travelers saw real daylight was during a rest 
stop in the middle of the Salt Lake desert where they were allowed to get out 
and stretch for a few minutes, all the while being surrounded by rifle-toting 
soldiers. The only living things the travelers saw . . . were jack rabbits, 
lizards, and spiders running thru the sagebrush (S. Kuroiwa, Nobuaki 43). 
 
Some arrivals would be welcomed to Topaz by the drum and bugle corps of 
Berkeley’s Boy Scout Troop 26, which I would become a member of in the 1950s. 
 
 
“The Jewel of the Desert” 
 
Officially, it was called the Central Utah Relocation Center, run by the War 
Relocation Authority (WRA), located some 15 miles outside of Delta, then a town of 
1,500. Delta is approximately 160 kilometers (100 miles) southwest of Salt Lake City, 
in the Sevier Desert. The 8,1307 reluctant, mostly Bay Area residents who arrived 
there in September 1942 would call the prison camp “Topaz,” after nearby Topaz 
Mountain. This “jewel of the desert,” as they would sarcastically refer to it, would be 
“home” for the next few years and the defining point of their lives. 
The camp was one square mile in area, encompassed by barbed wire, and consisted 
of forty-two blocks, plus administration buildings, a hospital, and military police 
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quarters. There were twelve barracks in each block, built around a mess hall, latrine, 
and washing and laundry facilities; each barrack, had six sparsely-furnished rooms, 
16 ft. x 20 ft. or 20 ft. x 25 ft. (4.9 m. x 6.1 m. or 6.1 m. x 7.6 m.), each for a family with 
several children or four or five unrelated adults. Each block was designed to house 
some 250-300 inmates. The 8,000-plus residents would make Topaz the fifth largest 
city in Utah. 
Guard towers with armed soldiers at a number of points along the perimeter 
watched over the inmates, “for their own protection,” it was claimed, although, as no 
one failed to notice, the rifles were pointed inward. (Uchida 106, 109; Arrington 22, 
Taylor 90, 94). 
The Takei family was assigned to Block 7, Barrack 6, Apartments C-D, just across 
from the MP quarters, in the northeast corner. Fortunately, the camp hospital was 
also nearby. Yoshiko Uchida and her family were neighbors, in 7-2-C, for a few weeks, 
until my grandparents, my mother, and her younger sister and brother moved to the 
neighboring block, 6-5-B, their desert home for the duration of the war (S. Kuroiwa, 
Deep Purple 20; Nobuaki 44). 
The internees had been kept in regional assembly centers until the more 
“permanent” internment camps could be completed. That is not to say that Topaz was 
ready when they arrived in mid-September. This was truly a problem, because with 
winter approaching at that high elevation (1402 m./4600 ft.), water would freeze at 
night even though daytime temperatures could be quite warm (winter temperatures 
went as low as -30° F./-34° C.).  
The barracks had been hastily slapped together as if the builders had not thought or 
cared that real people would be living in them, not animals. “Cracks were visible 
everywhere,” Uchida remembers, “in the siding and around the windows, . . .” (109). 
This time around, at least there was no horse manure, but that was small comfort, for 
they 
. . . found gaping holes in the roof where the stove pipes were to fit, latrine 
barracks with no roof at all, . . . Those who arrived still later didn’t even have 
barracks to go to and were simply assigned cots set up in the empty mess 
halls, laundries, or the corridors of the hospital. Many internees found 
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themselves occupying barracks where hammering, tarring, and roofing were 
still in progress . . . (111) 
 
The construction was pine board sheeting covered with tar paper. Even the 
Deltans noticed the shoddiness. “The sheeting has cracks at least a quarter 
of an inch between each board . . . No insulation whatsoever . . . There were 
no concrete foundations under the barracks.” [A Delta resident] wondered at 
the minds of the people who had built such structures in the desert, where 
the wind would blow under them all the time. “It is really difficult to see how 
they survived.” Fujii remembered putting a sheet on the floor to stop the 
wind from blowing through the cracks and seeing it puff up like a balloon 
when anyone opened the door (Taylor 93-948). 
 
The arrival of some internees from the Santa Anita assembly center was even worse: 
their belongings in unfinished barracks got soaked out in the rain, yet the high school 
buildings stood completed and unused. They, at least, had no qualms about 
confrontation and went after the head of housing with crowbars and sticks (Taylor 
1109). 
I grew up hearing stories of camp life in Topaz, and the ones that stand out are 
about the dust (one of Uchida’s chapters is titled “Topaz: City of Dust”). My folks 
would talk about the fine dust that was everywhere, that you couldn’t keep out of the 
barracks no matter how much you tried. Given the poorly finished construction, this is 
not hard to imagine, but it probably would not have mattered anyway. The dust was so 
fine, my mother said, that you could spend all day trying to seal the cracks, but it 
would still get in. Not only that, she remembers, but when you got into bed at night, 
you would find that it had even gotten in between the sheets. 
The image I had always had was that of house dust, but when I visited the Topaz 
site with my parents in 1995, I saw and felt for myself what it was really like: talcum 
powder. In 1995, there was at least a sprinkling greasewood shrubs to hold it down 
here and there, but in 1942, in its rush to construct the camp, the Army razed the land 
of even this sparse vegetation. “With each step,” Uchida recalls of her first day, “we 
sank two to three inches deep, sending up swirls of dust that crept into our eyes and 
mouths, noses and lungs,” as she realized why “everyone looked like pieces of 
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flour-dusted pastry.” “The dust storms seemed to whirl up and around in a blinding 
fury,” remembers teacher Eleanor Gerard Sekerak10, “leaving a talcumlike film on 
everything－clothes, hair－even sifting into clenched mouths and gritting between 
teeth!” (39). 
“Much of our energy simply went into keeping our room dusted, swept and mopped 
to be rid of the constant accumulation of dust” (Uchida 114), but, with only three 
brooms per barrack, “this [was] an almost endless occupation . . . and one layer of dust 
was quickly replace by another” (Taylor 91, describing conditions two days before the 
Takeis’ arrival11). And if the dust blown around by the constant wind were not bad 
enough, rain would turn the non-absorbent, alkali soil into a morass of sticky mud 
(Arrington 22). 
The conditions at Topaz, as at other camps, were harsh and depressing, and it was a 
situation that could easily have degenerated, but it did not fall apart, although there 
were notable ups and downs. “The morale was never high and it declined in time, but 
most never gave in to total apathy” (Taylor 105).  
 
. . . the great majority of Topaz’s inhabitants did not at the outset resist their 
incarceration but resolved to make the best of it. The Reverend Joe 
Tsukamoto told a group that they could either accept internment as part of 
the experiences of wartime, or they could turn Topaz into an Indian 
reservation and just sit around. There was never any question of their 
choosing the second option (Roscoe Bell, qtd. in Taylor 105). 
 
Like the bitterness and anger, noted in the first annual JERS12 report, that “were 
natural but lay dormant,” apathy－giving up and withdrawing－was one form of 
resignation whose threatening presence was never far away, like a low-grade fever. 
 
 
Shikata ga nai: resignation with perseverance 
 
There was, fortunately for the internees, another, Japanese kind of resignation 
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available to them and which finds its best expression in the phrase shikata ga nai, 
(also shō ga nai: there’s nothing you can do about it; literally, there’s no way to do it). 
Both expressions were familiar and are still used even by Sansei (third-generation 
Nikkei) after the war. While shikata ga nai would seem to indicate simply giving up, it 
is not used that way by Japanese. Rather, it is a way of coming to terms with and 
putting aside a difficult or impossible situation and moving on with one’s life. 
“Realistic resignation” as Arrington describes it, or “resignation and perseverance” 
(Hirose). 
Not to resort to shikata ga nai can end up being fruitless and counterproductive, 
like a computer getting into an endless loop, the screen freezing as a result. One needs 
to be able to hit a “Restart” button in order to move on. When confronted with a 
situation that cannot be changed or undone－in English, we would say “No use crying 
over spilt milk” or “That’s water under the bridge”－there is little choice but to put 
your head down and try to get on with it as best you can. Shikata ga nai is the 
Japanese way of cutting one’s losses, hitting the Restart button, and moving on.  
While in the West, we are more likely to say, “Where there is a will, there is a way” 
and take a “can do” approach, those who grow up in a Japanese culture are less likely 
to be so optimistic. From feudal times, Japanese have, with some exceptions, realized 
the futility of opposing those in power or challenging impossible situations: “What 
mattered was who had power, but the rights of those without power were nominal and, 
at times, nonexistent” (Ozaki 122). 
These conditions, both the natural and sociopolitical, are still relevant in modern 
Japan. In daily life, Japanese are frequently forced to swallow their frustration, 
disappointment, and disillusionment, for they are used to thinking of themselves as 
quite powerless against the authorities, the weight of tradition and history, and the 
elements. Shikata ga nai is one of the expressions that every long-term foreigner in 
Japan is sure to learn. 
The Issei brought with them a keen awareness not only of the beauty of nature but 
also of its overwhelming, irresistible power. In Japan, they would have been no 
strangers to natural disasters: the earthquakes, tsunami, volcanic eruptions, fire, 
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typhoons, and floods that still occur frequently. Nor would coming to Hawai’i or the 
West Coast, merely on the other side of the Pacific “rim of fire,” have changed their 
minds very much: one of the early experiences that my grandfather and other Bay 
Area Issei suffered through was the 1906 San Francisco earthquake (magnitude 8.3) 
and fire. 
There is nothing much one can do at such shikata ga nai times except to shinogu: 
hunker down, somehow get through it until the situation improves, dust yourself off, 
pick up the pieces, and try to get on with your life. Japanese have had plenty of 
practice at this. The discrimination they faced in America, leading up to its climax in 
internment was just another in the series, only man-made. In the countless 
interactions of daily family life, the Nisei children, as they absorbed cultural and 
parental attitudes, would have had numerous opportunities to hear their parents 
mutter “Shikata ga nai” and move on. 
The minuscule Nikkei population13, exiled to various desert camps, would not have 
much reason for optimism, but, thankfully, many of them felt they had to try to make 
the best of the situation and get through it as best they could. As a colleague recently 
reminded me, the point is less winning than simply surviving in one way or another, 
and it need not be pretty. 
So they did what they could under the limitations and did not worry about the rest. 
For the most part, then, they concentrated on what was right in front of them: fixing 
up their dwellings and keeping them neat, making gardens, fixing up the schools, 
getting an education, working on self-development and self-improvement, and 
entertaining themselves: better to take small, positive steps and take their minds off 
their ordeal by getting involved in social activities and sports, and in the everyday 
details of creating and maintaining a community. 
 
 
“Don’t Just Stand There . . . Do Something!” 
 
The WRA administrators at Topaz had high hopes and good intentions for the camp
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－they were not intended by the WRA as permanent prisons－and saw it as a way to 
teach Japanese Americans about democracy. This assumed that the Nisei had learned 
nothing in school and was always, in any case, incongruous in view of the way the 
prisoners had gotten stuck in this situation, a “barbed-wire democracy” (Taylor 
111-12). Harry Kitano－then a high school student－has nevertheless pointed out the 
positive aspects14, including voting and a limited amount of participation in 
decision-making, that allowed Nikkei to get the feel of having their hands on the tiller 
of their own society, not mere “book-learning.” Roger Daniels, however, takes a more 
cynical view, seeing it as a less messy, more cost-effective way for the administration 
to manage the population through “trustees15,” and suspicion of collaboration did arise 
(133). 
Still, as at Tanforan, with the facilities－if they could be called that－in such poor, 
haphazard shape, the inmates often had little choice but to take things into their own 
hands at a more mundane level. Uchida describes how committees “mushroomed 
daily” in order to deal with and make their housing situation tolerable. Jobs were 
available and no one wasted any time. 
 
Artists, small businessmen, majordomos, schoolboys, gardeners were all 
engaged in digging ditches, clearing the land of greasewood, constructing 
sheds, planting shrubs, and making furniture for the schools . . . . Within a 
week Topaz had established a cooperative general store, a mimeographed 
newspaper, and reported its first birth, death, appendectomy, dance, religious 
service, and election (Arrington 27). 
 
Grandpa Takei immediately joined other men on carpenter crews lining the 
unfinished barrack walls with sheetrock at $12 a month, while Grandma washed 
dishes at the mess hall, which would eventually lead to other opportunities. Eldest son 
Akira worked as a driver-dispatcher in the motor pool; his younger brother, Susumu, 
a UC-Berkeley graduate and the family “brains,” got a job as a post office clerk for $16 
a month. My mother went to work as a file clerk in the administration building, and 
her younger sister Fukiko as medical-dental receptionist. Shuji, the baby of the family, 
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enrolled in high school. 
There was other work going on too, but not all of it out in the open. Chests, cabinets, 
drawers, and other furniture had to be made from scrap lumber16. Some material was 
provided by the administration, and what was not was stolen, becoming “a veritable 
sport for the men and boys.” But nails were not so easy to come by, so these had to be 
pulled from boxes and crates that arrived in camp17 (Taylor 95). 
 
 
A Chance to Get Out: Roads Taken, Roads Not Taken 
 
From early on, it was actually an objective of the War Relocation Authority to 
encourage “resettlement” (in distinction to the terms “relocation18” and “evacuation”) 
of Japanese Americans in regular communities away from the West Coast. This was to 
begin as soon as possible after arrival at Topaz and other camps. For bureaucratic 
reasons, however, only a few hundred people had been given permission by spring 
1943, when it really got underway.  
Initially, the resettlement option was not offered to the Japan-born Issei, but young 
Nisei adults were allowed to venture out for work, even to settle outside in regular 
communities: college students to continue their education in the continent’s interior19; 
others, like my father, to do seasonal agricultural work on farms, and even to make 
munitions for the war effort at the Tooele (Utah) Ordnance Depot, which caused some 
consternation when it later came to light in a naval “Counter-Intelligence Report” 
(Daniels, Prisoners 79, Taylor 265-66).  
Eventually, many did take advantage of WRA’s resettlement policy, the goal of which 
was to recreate “normalcy” as much as possible under the conditions. In 1943 and 
1944, nearly 2000 internees left Topaz on “indefinite/permanent” leave to locations 
across the nation (Taylor 115; Arrington 49-50). Outside work also helped supplement 
the wartime manpower shortage.  
Within a week or two of arriving at Topaz, my father, then still single, started 
working at the nearby farm of the Nickols family, bundling hay for horses and cows. In 
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1943, he went across the northern border of Utah, to Preston, in southern Idaho, to do 
sugarbeet topping (S. Kuroiwa, “Answers”; “Dad and Grandpa”). There, when they 
bathed in the freezing cold, their hair would freeze into wild-looking spikes, making 
them look quite ridiculous. After Idaho, he returned to Topaz to work at a truck farm, 
where he was in charge of growing celery. My mother says “In between jobs he helped 
in the mess kitchens, working at washing and cutting up vegetables for meals. This 
was just something he would do to keep busy and not loafing around. I don’t think he 
was paid as a kitchen worker” (“Dad and Grandpa”). 
In late summer 1943, my mother, also still single, left for Geneva, Illinois, to work 
at a cleaning shop for about a year. Her boss introduced her to the local congregational 
church, where she taught Sunday school and sang in the choir. Susumu, her second 
eldest brother, and his wife moved to the Chicago area20 in April 1943 to work in a 
nursery and then in a printing company. Eldest brother Akira left for Chicago in July 
1944 to work at a bicycle plant and was soon joined by his wife and two children. 
My grandmother’s decision to take a dishwashing job in the mess hall was to have 
important consequences for my sister and me. 
 
While working in the mess hall kitchen at Topaz, Fudeko met Mrs. Sekiyo 
Kuroiwa when both worked as K.P. helpers [military terminology: Kitchen 
Police] . . . It was during one of these shifts when the conversation got 
around to their children. Mrs. Kuroiwa mentioned concern for her unmarried 
son [Haruki] of age 28, and Fudeko spoke of her unmarried daughter of age 
26. A third party in the group casually said, “Why not get these two young 
people together.” A few days later, Mrs. Kuroiwa met with Fudeko, and a 
request was made for a picture followed by a request for a meeting of the 
young people (S. Kuroiwa, Deep Pu ple 28). r
 
In September 1944, my mother was called back to Topaz from Geneva for an omiai 
(introduction meeting for an arranged marriage) with Haruki Kuroiwa (Deep Purple 
25). Fukiko, her younger sister was given the task of meeting him and sizing him up, 
and was overwhelmed by the responsibility of determining her sister’s fate. My 
grandfather, Nobuaki, had had occasion to observe Haruki in a calligraphy class and 
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thought him an ideal choice because, with his Kibei background (born in America, 
raised in Japan), he would help the family maintain ties with in Japan. Grandpa’s 
intuitions were right on the mark, more than even he ever dreamed. 
My father and the Takei siblings were outgoing and sought to reestablish normal 
lives as soon as they could. Japanese American reaction to the opportunity of freedom 
and normalcy, however, also took another track. Many other Nisei, apprehensive of 
anti-Japanese hostility, stayed behind in order to “wait and see,” remaining in the 
relative security of camp as long as possible (Taylor 114-15). This too, a reluctance to 
depart from established routine, is a common response in a Japanese-style society. 
In today’s Japan, too, we see how the government and other organizations, as well 
as individuals, often attempt to hold onto the familiar, conventional, established ways 
of doing things despite overwhelming necessity for change, finally changing only when 
their backs are to the wall and there is no other alternative. Robert March (50-51) 
notes: 
 
. . . the Japanese believe the safest way to survive and prosper in their 
society, as well as in the international order, is to make the “minimum 
adjustments necessary to . . . adapt to the existing situation with the fewest 
risks” [quoting Michael Blaker]. 
 
March also cites the observation of Japanese psychologist Michiko Nakahara: 
 
The Japanese in everyday life do not want to face problems or difficulties, so 
[they] try to get by with the minimum of change. The way they approach 
problems is something like tacking in yachting－you don’t try to go directly 
into the wind, but progress slowly forward by going from side to side. 
Japanese culture makes people fearful of tackling anything head on . . . So 
they fiddle with problems, approach them indirectly.  
 
Despite the encouragement to return to normal life, within certain limits, Arrington 
reports that approximately two-thirds of the Topaz population were reluctant to take 
up a new life away from the West Coast, the American homeland to which they had a 
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strong attachment. Indeed, Arrington notes, “one of the administration’s main 
problems was to persuade the evacuees to leave,” even when it was all over (51).  
 
 
Falling Between the Cracks 
 
The WRA administration’s intentions may have been benevolent, but it had a 
bureaucracy’s faults, one of which was a lack of follow-through; things tended to fall 
between the cracks, which, in Topaz, was not just a figure of speech. 
Already in Tanforan, where instruction had had the backing of Stanford University, 
education had been a high priority. At the very least, it was important to keep the 
children active and occupied, and to teach them basic skills. This was all the more 
important in Topaz, because the almost 2,000 children, especially, would be there “for 
the duration” of the war, however long that took. Too much time and a lack of 
structured activity could only lead to trouble, which it eventually did. The WRA 
administration also needed to get the Topaz schools underway quickly in order to get 
in the required nine months within the Utah school year (Taylor 119-20).  
Yet when Yoshiko Uchida once again girded herself for the rigors of teaching, she 
was appalled: 
 
[S]he saw a barren room, devoid of stove, light bulbs, and equipment. That 
was actually the better of the two barracks, since Caucasian teachers were to 
be assigned there. The schoolroom in Block 41, for the Nisei teachers, had 
“large holes in the roof where the stove pipes were to fit in, inner sheetrock 
walls had not been installed, floors were covered with dust and dirt, and 
again there were no supplies or equipment for teaching” (Taylor 120). 
 
 
Regardless, they were ordered to begin teaching. To get started, they enlisted the 
help of Caucasian supporters back home, who sent them unneeded supplies from Bay 
Area schools. But after freezing in the unheated rooms and suffering through a 
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terrible dust storm, they finally threatened to resign, and were chastised for it. But 
the crisis resulted in the appointment of a new supervisor (Taylor 120-21). The 
student-teacher ratios were high, 48:1 in the elementary schools and 35:1 in the 
secondary schools, but they had to make do. The Topaz library, reputed to be the best 
of all the camps, was heavily used, averaging 2,500 visitors a week (Arrington 43). 
Even if they had just let things muddle along, they would have survived－nantoka 
naru, “things would work out somehow,” as Japanese often say－but once again, as at 
Tanforan, this same group proactively took matters into their own hands. Many of 
them had gotten good educations, understood its value, and strived to create the best 
schools they could under the conditions. The Issei too, with inadequate access to 
education in Japan, wanted their children to get what they had not and had always 
been willing to make considerable sacrifices to that end (Taylor 104, 121, 126). And 
perhaps the disarray can be interpreted as a good thing, for it gave the teachers a 
clear and important task to concentrate on and execute. 
Although teenage delinquency was later to become quite a problem again, high 
school students were very active. In addition to their regular studies, they published a 
newspaper, the Rambler, got involved in art, drama, chorus, yearbook, student 
government, athletics, senior week activities, and set up chapters of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, the American Red Cross, and the Future 
Farmers of America. In other words, much of what went on in regular high schools. 
Students of Eleanor Gerard Sekerak, probably the most well-remembered and still 
cherished teacher at Topaz, even contributed to the Topaz economy by growing their 
own vegetables. Looking forward to the not-so-secure future, they nevertheless 
studied up on towns where they thought they might like to resettle. Sekerak 
remembers them as punctual, hardworking, and thorough21 (Taylor 122-23).  
Eventually, though, discipline among children began to fall apart. Education 
historian Thomas James noted that with any disruption to their lives (further 
relocation or the possibility of being drafted being two) younger children became 
disoriented and older children tense and unable to concentrate (Taylor 126). Camp 
lifestyle interfered with family togetherness (to my grandfather, more important than 
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almost anything else) in many ways, making it difficult for parents to either console or 
discipline their children. Juvenile delinquency, until then almost unheard of, began to 
break out: cheating, vandalism, talking back, bullying, assault, party-crashing, 
thievery, and gangs. (Still, Taylor notes, the camp was “a remarkably peaceful and 
law-abiding community, which did not even have a detention center or jail” (126-27, 
163). 
Like all high school students, the young people22 were aware that they stood at the 
brink of a new life that held many promises and even more concerns. But this was in 
the middle of a world war, and they had been put in a prison camp for looking like the 
enemy. Soon, the possibility of leaving－resettlement－would be made available to 
them, to work, study, or live on the outside (as long as it was not the West Coast). How 
would they be received?  
No longer children but not yet confident adults, they would be on their own: their 
Issei parents could not leave the camps and be with them. Could they make it on the 
outside, without the protective, nurturing networks that a Japanese family and 
community provided23? And while great efforts were made to provide an education, it 
still fell short: a Class of 1942 survey indicated that roughly 70% of the students felt 
they could not make it in college (Taylor 127). While a rebellious teenager like Harry 
Kitano went on to become a professor at UCLA, chances at higher education for others 
like Michi Okamoto Kobi and Bob Utsumi were curtailed by the deficiencies of Topaz 
schools. 
On the other hand, life in camp, while not all that great, was not all that bad, 
either: three meals, a place to sleep, people you knew . . . It is no wonder that some felt 
anxiety at the prospect of leaving the security of the family nest and camp life. Even 
some of the young people, though, recognized the trap of such dependency: some 
students from the Class of 1943 strongly criticized what they called the development 
of an “evacuation mind”－a “paralysis of spirit” brought on by internment－fearing 
that such mental laziness would lead to continuing dependency on the government 
(Taylor 128), what we would later call a “welfare mentality.” 
Issei adults and older Nisei had their own problems, but to some extent, the 
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experiences and responsibilities of adult life gave their personalities more stability 
and focus. My grandfather was 64 when he arrived at Topaz and surely must have 
often felt awful at having very likely lost everything he had worked for in America. 
But, as ever, he was not one to waste his time feeling sorry for himself. His sons and 
daughters, as American-born citizens, would before long be given the chance to work 
and resettle outside the camp, but as an Issei, born and raised in the country of the 
enemy and ineligible for U.S. citizenship, his world was narrowly circumscribed. Like 
most other Issei, he and my grandmother kept themselves busy doing what they could 
within the limitations. Their jobs (carpentry/construction and dishwashing) paid very 
little, but it was more important to keep busy and occupied. 
No longer having to struggle just to make ends meet, internees found they had time 
for activities besides work. Housing, Spartan though it was, was provided, as was 
institutional food24 (and all that that implies). The Issei in particular, for the first time 
in their lives, did not have to spend virtually every waking hour making a living, and 
took advantage of activities and the 150 classes of all kinds eventually offered to over 
3,000 internee participants. Classes for culture and self-development included 
creative writing, sewing, music, art, math, nurses’ aid, first aid, flower arranging, 
carpentry, painting, calligraphy, bonsai, jewelry-making, lapidary, four levels of 
English instruction, and Americanization (Taylor 128). 
While Grandma Takei made use of the opportunity to take classes to improve her 
English and involved herself in Christian church activities, including the Issei choir, 
Grandpa continued his interests in plants, art, and calligraphy. In art, Bay Area 
internees were fortunate in having several noted artists in their number. Besides 
Miné Okubo, who is known for her many drawings that chronicled camp life, the most 
well known artist was Chiura Obata, an Issei who had taught at the University of 
California, Berkeley, before the war. Both Grandpa and my father-to-be polished their 
artistic talents in classes taught by Obata Sensei. Many internees at all the camps 
took up or revived interests in painting as one of many ways to both exercise their 
creativity and keep their minds off the negative. One woman jumped at the 
opportunity to take up a lifelong desire to paint, noting “When I paint, all dust goes 
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away out of my life” (Eaton 62). 
Grandpa also got interesting in working with stone, and would go out into the desert 
looking for semiprecious stones to cut and polish. I remember one such stone that he 
used as a paperweight, with its beautiful, multicolored interior, and a flat, highly 
polished surface.  
There were two young men in Grandpa’s calligraphy class, whom he called “Yangu” 
(the young guys): block manager Harry Yasumura, who later served as one of General 
MacArthur’s interpreter-translators, and his friend, the Yangu who was to become my 
father. They would go out into the desert to look for flat, black slate stones to fashion 
into suzuri, inkstones for making black ink for calligraphy and painting. Some 
inkstones were quite interesting, for the slate was skillfully split to reveal yet not 
harm fossils embedded in the slate (Eaton 48). I remember my grandfather’s suzuri 
from my childhood, when I would sometimes “help” him make ink for his calligraphy: 
a little water would be poured onto the smooth, sloping surface cut into the stone and 
a wet stick of India ink rubbed against it until the ink collecting in the depression was 
black enough. And even now, more than fifty years later, my father is still using his 
Topaz suzuri for his calligraphy class. 
There wasn’t anything Grandpa could do, of course, to change the situation in the 
greater world, but there were small things he could do to make his immediate 
environment more tolerable and to keep his mind from dwelling on his situation. At 
every camp, internees again almost immediately set about trying to improve their 
environment by making gardens, some simple, some quite elaborate. By the entrance 
to the family barracks, Grandpa brought the dry, alkali desert soil to life with 
Japanese asagao (morning glories). His efforts to cultivate and beautify his 
surroundings brought him a lot of satisfaction and delight to the “neighborhood” (S. 
Kuroiwa, Nobuaki 45). Others trimmed and trained local flame-colored bushes into 
beautiful hedge sculptures (Eaton 52). 
Out in the desert, Grandpa dug up twisted roots of dead trees for their grotesque yet 
unique, deformed growths (kobu), and spent long hours cleaning and hand-polishing 
the lifeless, desiccated wood to bring out its luster and natural beauty (S. Kuroiwa, 
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Nobuaki 45). “Probably no single natural feature in all the ten Relocation Centers,” 
Allen Eaton writes, “aroused more curiosity and interest among the evacuees than the 
“kobu” . . . Once dead bark and enveloping decayed wood is removed, the cherished 
kobu is revealed－unusual in form, beautiful in grain, often rare in color, and no two of 
them ever alike” (32).  
My grandfather’s beautiful elongated, boat-shaped kobu were made to hold my 
grandmother’s flower arrangements in camp and, after the war, they graced the front 
windows of our family’s dry-cleaning shop in Berkeley (S. Kuroiwa, Nobuaki 45). They 
are now our family’s heirlooms, containing the spirit that my grandfather’s hands 
transmitted to them and reminding us of the family’s patience and tenacity during the 
exile in the desert. 
Some people made forays into the desert and the mountains to collect ancient 
seashells for incorporating into jewelry or artwork. When my parents got married, my 
mother’s veil, necklace, earrings, and corsage contained seashells that a friend of my 
father’s mother had collected and mounted (S. Kuroiwa, “Trips”). Two men interested 
in lapidary work went out hunting for rocks in the Drum Mountains and stumbled 
upon a strange rock that produced a metallic sound when struck. This was to become 
known as the “Drum Mountains Meteorite,” then the eighth largest ever found in the 
United States. It eventually ended up at Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. 
(Eaton 156). 
Others got involved in activities such as haiku poetry, embroidery, flower arranging, 
making collages from natural materials and scraps, and carving wood panels in 
elaborate relief. Carving was especially popular at the Granada, Colorado (“Amache”) 
camp, where some exquisite works were created, although only one carver had any 
prior experience. Not only did they find their wood in scrap and fuel piles, but, as 
internees everywhere had to do, they even made many of the tools from scrap 
material: old saw blades and files, automobile springs, and other odd bits and pieces of 
metal they found lying around (Eaton 12). 
Japanese gardens and bonsai have become familiar to many people, but another 
Japanese craft that became especially popular at the Colorado camp was bonkei, 
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miniature landscapes set in trays. The subject matter ranged from coastal seascapes 
to mountain and desert scenes. When a Ms. Ninomiya, an Issei, arrived at the camp, 
she, like many a Topaz resident, found herself in the middle of a sand and dust storm. 
But her mind linked this irritating sand to that used in the creation of bonkei. She 
lacked a proper tray but a resourceful neighbor made one from pieces of a vegetable 
crate, in which she created a beautiful miniature landscape. A couple of neighbors 
begged her to teach them, and soon she had 92 students. Of an exhibition resulting 
from this, Eaton (16) remarks that in this desert prison camp, there was shown 
“probably the most extensive display of bon-kei ever seen in the Western world.” 
In all of these camp activities, Eaton points out two characteristics in all these camp 
activities that all camps had in common: 
 
[O]ne, the general eagerness to do something worth while with hands and 
minds; the other, the willingness of those who were proficient in some field to 
teach their neighbors. And out of these emerged an unforeseen result－the 
high average ability of the evacuees to do these things well. It must have 
been a great surprise to the Japanese themselves to find how many of them 
had the knack of doing things well, yet it really should not have surprised 
anyone, for they were merely proving what some of our most thoughtful 
Western writers have been telling the world about these people for a long 
time (18). 
 
 
“Play Ball!” 
 
Such arts and crafts were excellent for the Issei and those Nisei with strong 
Japanese backgrounds like my Kibei Nisei father, but young Nisei in the camps, 
nurtured on American culture and with energy to spare, craved something more active, 
and baseball, basketball, and football filled the bill. Morse Saito of Washington (now 
living in Japan) remembers that every space between the barracks at Tule Lake had a 
basket and a half court, all in almost constant use (Kuehnert).  
It was baseball, however, that was the game in town, and it was an important focus 
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of Japanese American community life before, during, and after the war. As the exhibit 
Diamonds in the Rough at the Cooperstown Hall of Fame and more recently at Tokyo 
Dome’s Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum notes, even many Issei were rabid fans, 
since, “Unlike most other ethnic groups in the United States, Japanese immigrants－
the Issei－came from a country that loved baseball with a passion.” Baseball had been 
introduced to Japan in 1870 and by the end of the century had become its most 
popular team sport. 
In America, by 1905, there were already several Issei baseball teams. Soon teams 
were everywhere there was a Japanese American community. The 1920s and 1930s, 
when their Nisei children took up the sport, were the heyday of Nikkei baseball. My 
mother’s older brothers－Akira25 at first and Susumu pitching－played with the 
Oakland Merritt team. “A good team,” said George “Pop” Suzuki, “will never have to 
worry about getting backing from their townsmen . . . Practically every member of the 
community who can walk, finds his way to the local stadium to watch their pride and 
joy perform” (Diamonds). 
 
From San Diego to Seattle, San Jose to Salt Lake City, people were going 
baseball crazy . . . Fans of all ages packed the grandstands on Sunday 
afternoons, with crowds often numbering in the thousands for the “big 
games.” No other social event could match the power of baseball (Diamonds). 
 
In this way, baseball was able to bring the generations and the entire community 
together. 
 
The Issei men in particular were rabid in their support for baseball. Not only 
were they the loudest and most numerous fans, the Issei built the baseball 
fields, provided financial backing for equipment, and even drove their sons to 
games in distant towns (Diamonds). 
 
But there was one Issei above all who was Mr. Japanese American Baseball, 
Ken’ichi Zenimura. Born in 1900, the Hiroshima native came to Hawai’i at age seven, 
took up baseball at 12, and then captained his high school baseball team to the island 
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championship. Moving in 1920 to Fresno, California, he reorganized local Nikkei 
baseball and led them to state championships and national recognition. Organizing, 
managing, coaching, and playing, the five-foot-tall (152 cm.), 105-lb. (48 kg.) “runt,” 
as a frustrated Babe Ruth called him26, would also turn his landscaping talents not to 
creating gardens but to baseball fields. He built his first field next to, of all places, the 
Fresno city dump. 
When he was evacuated to the Fresno assembly center, he built a second field there. 
But he saved his pièce de résistance for when it was most needed: the internment 
camp at Gila River, Arizona, where he built a “field of dreams” for fellow internees, 
who had little else to get them through the day. Recruiting other internees to help in 
the project and with the same care that other Japanese Americans gave to 
constructing Japanese gardens or turning arid land into bountiful farmland, 
 
Zenimura paid attention to every detail. They sifted the infield of dirt clods 
and pebbles, piped in water for the outfield, and constructed bleachers with 
shade for the fans. Every other post taken from the barbed wire fence[s] gave 
them enough lumber to build dugouts and a grandstand. Flour instead of 
chalk marked the batter’s box and foul territory. To fund this extravagant 
baseball world, cans placed at each entrance and hats passed during the 
games collected money to buy equipment and to maintain the field 
(Diamonds). 
 
After mothers did their share by tearing up government-issued mattress ticking 
and sewing it into uniforms, it was time to “Play ball!” 
 
Maximizing the field’s use, [Zenimura] organized three divisions and 
thirty-two27 teams. The stadium’s highlights included the camp high school 
team defeating the Arizona state champs and a game against the Heart 
Mountain Camp team. This field, with all its glamour and detail, provided 
necessary distractions and entertainment for the entire community in 
incarceration (Diamonds). 
 
The excitement, involvement, and the pure physical activity gave a joyous, healthy 
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outlet to the various accumulated strains and stresses of camp life and the entire 
wartime experience. “[P]laying, watching, and supporting baseball inside America’s 
concentration camps brought a sense of normalcy to very ‘abnormal’ lives and created 
a social and positive atmosphere” (Diamonds). 
Morse Saito reminisces that the baseball games at his camp “became the focus of 
our social life and helped us keep our fragmented families together. When we were 
playing, we forgot the pain and anger of being locked up for something we didn’t do 
and never thought of doing” (Kuehnert). “Without baseball,” recalls George Omachi, 
“camp life would have been miserable” (Diamonds). Even those who had become mired 
in apathy must have had a hard time remaining uninvolved when games were being 
played. Indeed, “Baseball Saved Us”－ the title of a children’s book by Sansei 
sportswriter Ken Mochizuki－giving the internees something positive to hang on to 
during the gray days of internment, until true normalcy returned to their lives. 
Some of these artistic, cultural, and athletic activities in the internment camps were 
large scale and elaborate, like Zenimura’s, while others－working with a rock or a 
clump of sagebrush－were simple and seemed almost inconsequential. But anything 
that kept people involved with others, that kept their minds active and focused away 
from the negative was invaluable. A few decades later, we would learn that such 
simple concentration and contemplation could have effects similar to meditation, 
helping to make it through another day by reducing stress and maintaining mental 
health. 
Involvement in the various camp projects and activities did more than help the 
internees keep their minds from dwelling on the negative aspects of their situation. 
Such interaction also helped them to keep track of each other, to be aware of when one 
of their number stopped showing up and was starting to fall “between the cracks” and 
perhaps lapsing into apathy, despair, or despondency. At such times, friends and 
others in the community could rally around such people, offering encouragement and 
support, until they recovered their spirits. (We would do well to remember this with 
the increasing number of elderly and alienated in our modern, often fragmented 
societies.)  
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Even in modern Japanese society, there is a strong tendency to promote frequent 
interaction, be it the village, neighborhood, the company, or the school. While it 
sometimes borders on interference with private life, it gives a better chance of noticing 
when something is amiss among members of the group. 
 
 
Aftermath 
 
When it was all over, it still was not over. Dan Inouye, a soldier who had grown up 
quickly on the battlefields of Europe as a member the famed 442nd, had also suffered 
multiple injuries, including the loss of his right arm to a grenade while 
single-handedly attacking a German machine-gun nest. Hosokawa (417) writes: “But 
on his way home [to Hawai’i] in 1945, Capt. Dan Inouye, his empty sleeve pinned to a 
beribboned tunic, was denied a haircut in a San Francisco barbershop. ‘We don’t serve 
Japs here,’ the barber said” to the future United States Senator. 
Staff Sgt. Kazuo Masuda, a Santa Ana truck gardener, was a forward observer in 
Italy. Under fire, he took up a mortar and used it to single-handedly hold off two 
German attacks over 12 hours. A few days later, he deliberately sacrificed himself in a 
skirmish along the Arno River so that his men could return with valuable information.  
When his sister Mary returned to California from the Gila River internment camp, 
“a delegation of local men had threatened her with bodily harm if she insisted on 
remaining.” General Joseph “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell took issue with these “barfly 
commandos” and took the trouble to present Masuda’s Distinguished Service Cross to 
Mary on the porch of the Masuda family home, noting that “The Nisei bought an awful 
big hunk of America with their blood . . .” (Hosokawa 414). 
Hardly so dramatic but nonetheless painful was my mother’s shock at discovering 
that the dry-cleaning store that she had entrusted to Mr. Eaton was in different 
hands. Somehow, Eaton remained a family friend⎯I myself remember him⎯but he 
never explained how or why the shop had changed hands, and my reticent mother was 
reluctant to press him about it. 
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In a similar case, Taylor (56) describes the misfortune of a successful carnation 
grower who, about to be evacuated, had 
 
. . . made an “eleventh hour contract” after much haggling and rented his 
property for $60 a month, including house, goods, greenhouses, and 
carnations. After a year the contract expired, but on investigation the War 
Relocation Authority found the renter had departed and five unknown 
families had moved into the house. They were evicted and the nursery was 
rented to a Chinese who operated it but was four months in arrears on his 
rent. The Issei owner received no word on his missing stove, refrigerator, 
washing machine, or piano, nor was there information on his personal goods, 
stored in two rooms of the house. 
 
Others, like the family of my Sunday school teacher, Hiro Katayama, were victims of 
vandals: 
 
. . . [Hiro’s] mother stored their goods in a home being purchased by his 
brother-in-law where his own family also resided. They placed everything in 
the attic, but when they returned after the war they found it had been 
broken into and ransacked, and their goods strewn all about. Like so many 
others, they suffered not only physical loss but [also] the trauma of having 
their personal possessions vandalized (qtd. in Taylor 55). 
 
The family of Tomoye Takahashi returned to San Francisco, also only to find a 
locked room containing family valuable, heirlooms, and records vandalized. They even 
saw some of their erstwhile neighbors brazenly using their furniture and appliances. 
When she reported it to the police－her childhood friends among them－she was told, 
“Have you ever heard of a Chinaman’s chance? You don’t have a Chinaman’s chance. 
No court will listen to you and no lawyer would take your case” (Taylor 276-77). 
 
Desert to Garden, Desolation to Recovery 
 
When a handful of Japanese settled in Cortez, California, in 1919, they “found a 
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bleak pocket of the San Joaquin Valley, scoured by sandstorms, abounding in 
voracious jackrabbits, and holding little promise of the fertile Eden they envisioned” 
(Matsumoto 25). Such Japanese farmsteads in California in the early decades of the 
twentieth century were often on marginal land, but the settlers worked with what 
they had, patiently and a little at a time, until this 1% of the state’s agricultural land 
was producing approximately 10% of its harvest value (Daniels, P i oners 13-14). 
Japanese American farmers were central to the development of rice, potato, vegetable, 
and berry crops as well as the orchards and vineyards that have made the Sacramento, 
San Joaquin, and Imperial valleys among the most productive in the world. 
r s
So it perhaps should not surprise us that these same people, their fellow immigrants 
in the cities, and their children, were able to turn their talents to psychologically bleak, 
desolate situations and, with patience and effort, coax positive results out of them. 
None of them were special, just an average lot, but their shared culture and mindset, 
a way of dealing with tough, even tragic situations gave them the elasticity and 
endurance to survive and then prosper.  
Indeed, the internment camp experience was a defining moment for them－at 
gatherings, they place one another by asking “Where were you?”－and one can sense a 
certain survivor’s pride, along with the pain and the bitterness, when they answer 
“We were at Topaz” or “Minidoka” or “Heart Mountain.”  
Former Topaz resident Dave Tatsuno feels that “the people in camp really made the 
best of a very unfortunate situation” (Taylor 237), an opinion that is almost 
unanimous among former internees of every camp. Tatsuno himself feels that his 
experience managing the dry goods section of the camp co-op prepared him well for 
re-establishing the family business after the war (275). 
The effort to make the best of a bad thing is a natural outcome of a cultural 
response to adversity that says that it is often better to recognize a hopeless situation 
for what it is and admit shikata ga nai, there’s no way this can be done; there are 
better ways to spends one’s time and energy. To most internees, it made no more sense 
to rail against the camp situation than against the rocks in the poor soil that one 
tilled. 
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Shikata ga nai does not necessarily mean giving up, but rather, moving on, getting 
on with one’s life. It is a way of circumventing adversity－not necessarily giving in to 
it－and maybe even turning it into something positive One might look at it as coming 
from the same type of thinking that produced judō, in which one overcomes an 
opponent not by directly confronting him but by stepping aside and attempting to turn 
his power to one’s own advantage. 
John Hada remembers how people chose to deal with their immediate situation in 
the horse stalls of Tanforan, not by dwelling on the miserableness and unfairness of it 
all but by helping each other cope with it (Taylor 245). 
Writing of Seattle Nikkei, Yasuko Takezawa points out how “the Nisei emphasized 
that they and their parents tried to make the best out of life” and quotes Kaz Miata’s 
recollections of his folks’ reaction to camp: 
 
My father used to have a different kind of philosophy. He used to say to me, 
“You should make the best use of your time. They’re feeding us in camp, even 
though the food is lousy, they are giving us some form of clothing that we 
could survive on. You should study when you can, and you should contribute 
whatever you can to the society.” He was very strong on that. “After you help 
yourself, help other people” (106). 
 
An editor of the camp newsletter at Minidoka (Idaho) encouraged his fellow 
internees in English, but his thinking clearly shows his awareness that their situation 
is shikata ga nai, so they should get on with it by doing what they could do in the 
limited circumstances: 
 
We are not here by choice. But it is not likely that protest will alter the fact 
that we are here, or dissipate the probability that we will be here until we 
win the war. We, the ten thousand, then, can have but one resolve: to apply 
our combined energies to the grim task of conquering the elements and 
converting a wasteland into an inhabitable community. Our obligation to 
ourselves is to wrest the nearest approximation of normality out of an 
abnormal situation . . . . Our future will be what we make it, and there is no 
reason for despair. (Minidoka Irrigator, Sept. 10, 1942) (Takezawa 107). 
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Looking back, many Nisei believe that they really did make the best of a bad 
situation, both during internment and after. “The Nisei emphasize that they have 
made the best of life, that they did not allow themselves to be overwhelmed by the 
internment experience,” observed Takezawa, noting that, in retrospect, many see it in 
a positive light too. Sumi Hashimoto reflects: 
 
You can’t say that the camp experience was good for us, but camp opened up 
new avenues, made us grow up and learn how you advance your future. . . . 
But how you advance your future depends on how you take the camp. Sure, 
it was a terrible thing, but you’ve got to get something out of it (123). 
 
George Saito also saw the positive side: “Evacuation gave us more exposure to the 
outside world. I got kicked around; so that was a good experience. I became more 
mature” (174). 
In general, the internees did not tell their Sansei children afterwards about how 
they “got kicked around,” pushing the experience into the background. When the story 
did come out more fully decades later, one Seattle Sansei, Steve Kondo, was moved by 
the way his parents’ and grandparents’ looked at even the hardships as a positive 
experience:  
 
See, that’s the thing about Nisei people. It’s the thing about Japanese: you 
don’t dwell too much on the negatives. There were tough times, but again, 
shikata ga nai [it can’t be helped]. So you just learn from that experience and 
try to be－make yourself better (174). 
 
The internees dealt not only with camp life in this way, they also approached 
postwar life with a similar attitude. Rebuilding their postwar lives might have been 
an even greater challenge, since they were starting out again almost from zero and 
with little or no government support. Despite their ordeal, most of them tried to put it 
aside or behind them and tried to get on with life. 
“Dad and I were newly married,” my mother recalls, “and with a small child to 
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support. We were desperate to make a living, and Dad started the 
landscape-maintenance business with an old beat-up Chevrolet car, which he 
purchased for a hundred dollars. Before long I was asked to work at the College 
Cleaners by Mr. Tsuchida . . . . Dad and I worked hard and saved our money to buy the 
house on McGee Avenue. It was a real struggle to get back on our feet, . . . but I think 
we did pretty well” (S. Kuroiwa, “Picking up”).  
While my grandfather seems to have enjoyed the respite from a life of toil, it had 
come at the cost of losing a lucrative business “and he wasn’t about to give up,” my 
mother writes. “I am sure he wanted to get on with his life.” In January 1945, the 
better part of a year before the war ended, he had sent my mother out to the West 
Coast to scout out the situation in the Bay Area. When the family did return to 
California after a brief stint in Chicago, “he immediately found a job as a spotter at 
the Shukuzawa cleaners and continued to work there every day.” By then, he was 68, 
but he was not going to throw in towel by a long shot. The best way to put the bitter 
past at a distance was to keep himself busy and moving forward. A couple of years 
later in 1948, he bought Uplands Cleaners in Berkeley’s upscale Claremont district. 
Soon, four of his five offspring were involved in the business. “Otosan [Dad] felt happy 
to have the whole family working together at a growing business” (S. Kuroiwa, 
“Administration problems”). 
Not all Issei managed to recover to the same extent, but Helen Kageshita’s father 
nevertheless did what he could and carried on, with dignity, despite the indignities he 
had suffered: 
 
. . . how disillusioning it must have been for him to finally have a business 
and lose all that and to move and come back to Seattle－he was no longer a 
businessman; he could only do janitorial work－that loss of dignity and yet 
he was willing, on his own, without any encouragement from any of us, to go 
to citizenship classes and become a citizen . . . (Takezawa 175). 
Not every internee, though, was able to forgive and forget, or at least let it go so 
easily and get on with life. Ed Murakami recalls:  
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I think it was terrible, a terrible experience to be in there. . . . It made me 
distrust the hakujin [“white” people] more than before. I never trusted them 
to start with. It made it worse (Takezawa 110). 
 
What is perhaps surprising is that there were not more who felt like Toru Saito, who 
found it difficult to shrug it off with shikata ga nai. With him, the bitterness still 
lingers: 
 
When you see your mother suffering from this experience, and you see the 
devastation that it’s had on our family and our community, I can’t in all 
honesty say, “Well, it’s one of those things” and slough it off that way. I feel 
very strongly that we were wronged, and the pittance we got for [the] 
injustice is nothing to me (“Tanforan”). 
 
Four years ago, as I first began writing about internment, I wrote, at the end of A 
Matter of Betrayal: 
 
I myself just escaped the camp experience and do not－cannot－share Saito’s 
bitterness. My parents, by their silence, spared me a childhood that could 
easily have been poisoned with hatred for those around me. The silence and 
gaman (forbearance) of the Issei and Nisei, as part of their determination to 
put the bitter past behind them and get on with life, are incredible to us 
Sansei when we learn the whole story (326). 
 
Bruce Akimoto, too, commented that his father stressed the positive side of 
internment over the negative, that it was all, in any case, shikata ga nai, so there was 
no point in dwelling on it, that they should get on with their lives. 
 
Their attitude about camp was that it happened and there’s not much that I, 
my generation, can do about it. It’s just something that happened in history, 
and there’s really no cause for me to get upset or worry about it. They 
wanted me to concentrate on my life, rather than worry about what 
happened to them (Takezawa 159-60). 
 
－196－ 
“Shikata ga Nai . . . ” 
Many Sansei (third-generation Nikkei), as we learned more of the story in depth, 
came to have a better sense of who we are and of what we could be, of the strengths 
that lay within us. 
 
When I learned more about what they went through during the camp times, 
I grew to have a lot of respect for them, for what they went through, the 
struggle, and just having lived through it, come out of it, come back into 
society again, be established as a whole as a hard-working race, and being 
successful in American society (Nancy Matsuda, qtd. in Takezawa 172) 
 
Here even after the camp experience, they still come back, they work hard, 
and they send their children to college and they rebuild their business, 
whatever, after great financial loss, great psychological pain and suffering. 
And yet, our parents and grandparents, they still did marvelous things. 
That’s the story that should be told (David Hayama, qtd. in Takezawa 172). 
 
 
Meanwhile . . . 
 
Across the sea, Jitsuo Takei, my mother’s cousin, was happy just to be alive. His two 
older brothers had died in the war: Kiyoshi, the eldest, in 1937 near Shanghai, and 
Isamu in 1944, when his ship was torpedoed off Luzon in the Philippines. Had Jitsuo 
not failed an eye examination, he would have been a member of the thirteenth class of 
the Mieno Kaigun Kōkūtai (naval aviation unit), the last group in the area to have 
enough planes for suicide attacks. But, then, he had gone to Tokyo to work at 
Yamakawa Aspirin, and had gotten caught up in a B-29 bombing raid. 
Seeing bodies all around him, he thought, “What a terrible way to die!” and vowed to 
return to his family home in the countryside. But people in the Tokyo area were 
forbidden to leave without special permission. Fortunately, he was able to get hold of 
the required document itself, but could not get the seal of the official in charge. So he 
forged it. 
Reaching home in Mishima, Shizuoka Prefecture, he was delighted for the simplest 
－197－ 
埼玉女子短期大学研究紀要 第 11号 2000.03 
things in life: good air, green land, and his life. Then came Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
and soon the Emperor was asking the nation to “endure the unendurable and suffer 
what is insufferable.” 
For the nation, it was terrible and unbelievable, but it was also shikata ga nai. 
Jitsuo never left Mishima again, but along with the rest of Japan, he rolled up his 
sleeves and put the past behind him and concentrated intensely on building the future. 
“Those workers worked as though they were still fighting the war,” exclaimed a Dutch 
engineer (Ozaki 251). Jitsuo, for his part, toiled in the rice paddies and patiently tilled 
the soil, growing plants and trees and then applying his artistic sense to their use, 
eventually developing it into a landscaping business. With effort and patience, it 
became a highly successful enterprise. Like the rest of Japan. 
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1. The ten camps, with their maximum populations, were Gila River (Arizona, 13,348), 
Granada/“Amache” (Colorado, 7318), Heart Mountain (Wyoming, 10,767), Jerome (Arkansas, 
8,497), Manzanar (California, 10,046), Minidoka (Idaho, 9,397), Poston (Arizona, 17,814), 
Rohwer (Arkansas, 8,475), Topaz (Utah, 8,130), and Tule Lake (California, 18,789) (from 
Daniels, Japanese Americans xxi). 
2. JERS: Japanese Evacuation Research Study, Bancroft Library, University of California, 
Berkeley. 
3. In a different context, in late twentieth century Japan, leisure time has also been a problem for 
the growing number of retirees, especially working men who are used to a structured company 
life, which often consumes all too much time. Suddenly cut loose from a life where the use of 
time is structured and organized for them, they find themselves at a loss to decide for 
themselves what to do with their free time. Wives sometimes refer to husbands who just hang 
around the house as sodai-gomi, oversized trash.  
4. One of my uncles’ baseball teammates, Goro Suzuki, was among the performers. After the war, 
advised that a Chinese-sounding name would go over better, Suzuki changed his stage name to 
Jack Soo, and became best known for his role as the wisecracking detective Nick Yemana in the 
1970s TV series Barney Miller (“Suzuki, Goro”). 
5. See the 1922 Supreme Court case of Ozawa v. U.S., in which Takao Ozawa’s appeal for 
citizenship was turned down. A U.S. District Court had ruled that Ozawa was “in every way 
eminently qualified under the statutes to become an American citizen,” except for the fact that 
he was not white (Takaki 208). The Supreme Court ruled that “white” meant “Caucasian,” 
which Ozawa obviously was not, and that he was therefore ineligible to naturalized citizenship. 
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But the next year, a Supreme Court decision involving Asian Indians turned around and made 
it clear that “Caucasian” was to be understood in the narrow sense of “white.” Asian Indians, it 
reasoned, while ultimately sharing ancestral roots with Europeans, were not “white”; that the 
Founding Fathers had intended to “confer the privilege of citizenship upon that class of 
persons” commonly known as “white,” meaning people from northern and western Europe 
(Takaki 298-99). 
6. My father, a gardener who never completed high school, also continues to keep up his lifelong 
interest in Japanese history and politics, reading several Japanese magazines and books across 
the political spectrum every month. Despite his imperfect command of English⎯which has 
actually improved since his seventies⎯he also reads several American business magazines and, 
last year, took out a subscription to the Wall Street Journal, which he found tremendously 
interesting and reads faithfully every day. His college-educated son is envious and wishes he 
could do anywhere near the same in Japanese. 
7. The figure 8,130 is the one listed by Daniels (1991) as the maximum population of Topaz. 
Arrington (1997: 25) gives 8,255 as the number of new arrivals in the fall of 1942. Taylor (1993: 
97) notes 8,232 as the highest population, with a total of 11,212 over three years. 
8. Interview with Roger Walker, Delta High School class project, Jan. 1983. 
9. From Anonymous, “Diary,” Oct. 2, 1942. JERS. 
10. Eleanor Gerard had taught at San Francisco City College and at Oakland Technical High 
School before going to Topaz, where she met Emil Sekerak, who, as a conscientious objector, was 
the lowest paid employee ($5 a day) at the camp (Taylor 99). They still maintain their ties with 
the Nikkei community, and were honored guests at the Topaz Reunion ’98 in May 1998 in San 
Jose. 
11. Based on WRA Topaz files of September 17, 1942. 
12. Japanese Evacuation Research Study, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 
13. U.S. Immigration and Census data cited in Daniels (Prisoners 8) gives a figure of 126,948 for 
mainland Japanese Americans, out of a total 1940 U.S. population of 131,669,275 (Carruth 763). 
This comes to less than one-tenth of one percent of the total population. 
14. Kitano, Harry H. L. Japanese Americans: The Evolution of a Subculture, 36. 
15. Daniels, Asian America, 234-35. 
16. I grew up with a handmade cabinet and a chest of drawers in my bedroom, as did Allyce, my 
younger sister, later on. I never gave them much thought, but I learned just a few years ago 
that they had been made in Tanforan, by a talented, artistic carpenter named “Mr. Hara” as a 
wedding present to my parents in 1944. They are still in use today, but they are now also 
heirlooms and reminders of our family’s wartime history. 
 
17. Such frugality and resourcefulness probably came naturally to the Issei immigrants, who had 
had to struggle to make ends meet. My mother recalls that even before evacuation, Grandpa 
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had never wasted nails (S. Kuroiwa, “Dad and Grandpa”). In the early 1950s, I remember 
helping him extract nails from pieces of wood, tapping bent ones until they were straight and 
usable again, and saving them in a Folger’s coffee can. 
18. The term “relocation” has been used for both the forced evacuation from the West Coast to 
internment camps in the interior and for the dispersal of Nikkei from the camps to points east 
(notably Chicago). The term “resettlement” is preferred for the latter, since they were indeed 
encouraged to take up residence and return to normal, if displaced, life in communities that 
would accept them. 
19. YMCA and YWCA leaders, and educators, including University of California president Robert 
Gordon Sproul pushed to allow college students to continue their education even before 
internees were taken to Topaz. At first, in early 1942, not many students (only about 75) were 
able to fulfill the various requirements (educational, financial, sponsorship, specific destination) 
and take advantage of this. 
20. The Chicago area was a preferred destination for many because of its large population, 
employment opportunities, and its mosaic of ethnic groups (Taylor 117-18, Arrington 50).  
21. Paul Bell and his siblings came to Topaz with their parents, Roscoe and Gladys, who were 
involved in administration and teaching, and were among the few Caucasian students in Topaz 
schools. The Bell family had known Japanese Americans in Berkeley, California, and wanted 
their children to benefit from the educational stimulus and competition. Paul, who still 
maintains ties with his classmates, has often remarked that he was rather intimidated by the 
“brains” he knew from Berkeley schools (Taylor 124; Topaz Reunion ’98). The elder Bells, no 
mere Sunday Christians, had been upset at the uprooting of their friends and associates and, 
feeling that it was the best way to help, followed the Nikkei to Topaz to share in their exile 
(Taylor 98). 
22. Among them, UCLA professor of social welfare and sociology Harry H. L. Kitano, one of the 
foremost scholars of the Japanese American experience. His son, Keith, is currently president of 
the Japan chapter of JACL (Japanese American Citizens League). Keith’s cousin, Larry 
Yamasaki, was a teammate of mine in Nikkei youth baseball and a fellow member of Berkeley 
Boy Scout Troop 26. 
23. Children in a Japanese-style family often experience quite an extended childhood, stemming 
partly from the tradition that the eldest child continue the family business and take over as 
head of the household. I remember being somewhat embarrassed as a college senior still living 
at home, while most of my friends had left the nest. My sister left finally left home to live on her 
own in Seattle at age 28. 
24. According to Taylor, the food allowance was 45¢ a day per person in Topaz, less than the 
military allowance, but was lowered even more to 31¢ because of cattle and hog raising there 
(96). 
25. Akira’s eldest son, Eddie, a small child at Topaz, would later play for the same American Legion 
baseball team, E. Bercovich and Sons, as Curt Flood (St. Louis Cardinals, etc.), Frank Robinson 
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(Cincinnati Reds, etc.), and Vada Pinson (Cincinnati). San Francisco 49er quarterback John 
Brodie’s younger brother, Bill, had a good arm too and was one of the pitchers. 
We younger kids hero-worshipped Flood, the centerfielder on Eddie’s team, because he could 
hit long homeruns over the fence in left-center at Bushrod Park and break the windows of the 
house across the street; and I would be thrilled when he would let me throw balls back to the 
infield for him in practice. Flood would later challenge major league baseball’s reserve clause in 
court, which ultimately resulted in the establishment of free agency. Robinson, a Hall of Famer, 
became the first black manager in organized baseball. 
Eddie himself would not go so far, but was mentioned in the Hall of Fame Diamonds in the
Rough exhibit as one of the first Japanese Americans to break into professional baseball in 
America, with Cincinnati’s minor league team in Visalia, California. Later, during the early 
“Nagashima” era, he played professional baseball in Japan for a couple of seasons at shortstop 
with the Toei Flyers, which later became the Nittaku Home Flyers and is now Nippon Ham. 
 
26. In 1927, Zenimura played with Lou Gehrig and against Babe Ruth, in a barnstorming tour 
game, to a crowd of 6,000 in Fresno, California. It was the year Ruth hit 60 home runs and the 
New York Yankees ruled baseball, sweeping the World Series. Ruth, playing first, failed twice 
trying to pick off Zenimura, who usually took big leads. When Zenimura fooled him the second 
time by sliding back to the base between Ruth’s legs, Ruth snarled and said, “If you do that to 
me again, I’ll pick you up and use you as a bat, you runt!” (Diamonds) 
27. Twenty-eight teams is the figure given in the original text. Other descriptions in the same 
exhibit and elsewhere say thirty-two. 
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